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Falmouth, the seat of Cumberland County, experienced an economic boom in
the late colonial period. It was home to hundreds of poor, menial, free laborers
and dozens of slaves, whose labor was exploited by the town’s landowners and
merchants. Maine Historical Society Collections.
 
A COMPANY OF SHADOWS:
SLAVES AND POOR FREE MENIAL 
LABORERS IN CUMBERLAND COUNTY,
MAINE, 1760 – 1775
BY CHARLES P.M. OUTWIN
Although slaves and poor, free menial laborers were by no means a ma-
jority of the population in late colonial-era Maine, they represented a
culturally and socioeconomically significant part of commercial society
there, especially at Falmouth in Casco Bay (now Portland) and in
coastal Cumberland County. This essay uncovers the lives of the Fal-
mouth’s small slave population and its larger poor menial laborer popu-
lation from 1760 up to the port city’s destruction by the British in 1775.
The author was granted a Ph.D. in history from the University of Maine
in 2009. He is a member of the Maine Historical Society, the New Eng-
land Historical Association, and Phi Alpha Theta.
FOR Massachusetts’ Maine District, the Seven Years’ War was all butover by the end of 1760. After a brief and shallow postwar eco-nomic slow-down, Falmouth in Casco Bay, seat of Maine’s newly-
formed Cumberland County, experienced a period of tremendous eco-
nomic boom that lasted until the port’s destruction by a small squadron
of the Royal Navy in October 1775. This prosperity was due principally
to the exploding demand for forest products throughout the British Em-
pire. Falmouth and coastal Cumberland County also thereby experi-
enced a corresponding rise in demand for labor, especially in such enter-
prises as shipbuilding and the processing of forest products.
The most intractable predicament faced by business enterprises in
mid-eighteenth century British North America was a chronic shortage
of labor. During the colonial era, at least, Europeans did not freely im-
migrate to North America with the object of becoming mere laborers.
They came dreaming of land, of position, and of wealth. Ultimate fulfill-
ment of that original motivating vision of New World riches eluded too
many settlers. A number descended into landless poverty, and they left
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few traces of themselves behind when they departed. Slaves, brought in
to supplement or even replace free poor laborers, had from the begin-
ning no prospects at all or any social standing beyond that of the family
they served.1
The number of craftsmen and their apprentices in Falmouth, some-
what less than one hundred persons, was insufficient to meet the need
for heavy, semi-skilled, and unskilled labor there.2 It may reasonably be
deduced, then, that menial laborers, whether enslaved or the free poor,
constituted a large portion of the region’s population, perhaps even a
majority, if only as transients.3 In other words, since Falmouth experi-
enced an economic boom during most of the 1760s and early 1770s, and
because the “mechanics” and their trainees in town were not numerous
enough to meet all labor demands beyond that requiring skilled labor,
the labor shortage had to be made up by someone, and that was solved
by the use of semi-skilled and unskilled slaves and by poor, free menial
labor. Their brawn was needed to harvest and process timber and crops,
to load and unload ships, to fetch and carry raw and finished materials,
to assist in heavy construction and demolition, to clean sites, workshops,
and homes, and to generally carry on with all the considerable demands
put upon unskilled labor.
It is at this point that the main problem facing historians arises: lack
of evidence, documentary or material. Although the lives of some of the
wealthiest and most influential Falmouth inhabitants are very well doc-
umented, evidence for others is scarcer. For slaves, any sort of data is
scanty indeed; for poor free menial laborers, it is almost non-existent.
While some residents, such as Samuel Waldo, Brigadier General Jedediah
Preble, the Reverend Thomas Smith, and Samuel Freeman, stand out
clearly in the records, the life records of too many others, especially
slaves and free poor laborers, are obscured by lack of clear substantia-
tion. Only suggestions of personalities emerge from the large gray area
caused by such indeterminate or insufficient particulars – a company of
shadows, if you will. One encounters considerable difficulty in ascertain-
ing hard facts, such as population figures or living conditions, about
poor menial laborers and slaves in Falmouth.
Because of this marginalization, we have only an ambiguous indica-
tion of the actual numbers of unskilled workers and the enslaved in
coastal Cumberland County between 1760 and 1775. There is very little
record at all for the free poor workforce, except when individuals got
into trouble with the constabulary or (far more rarely) when they had a
child christened. The local constabulary, under the direction of the
Cumberland County sheriff, might issue writs or summonses against the
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poor laborers, courts might find them guilty of infractions of the law, or
their punishment might be noted, but then there is usually no other
record. The free laboring poor did not tend to be members of any formal
organization, did not attend school, did not pay taxes, and were not
likely to have a recorded burial anywhere in Cumberland County.
It is therefore, necessarily, “negative evidence,” and not concrete
proof, that suggests the presence of large numbers of free poor. Indirect
substantiation, as indicated by the demonstrated needs of a mid-eigh-
teenth century labor-intensive colonial society, can help clear the picture
a little. Some free poor menial labor was probably supplied by common
seamen idled between voyages. Other menial laborers may have arrived
on a seasonal basis to cut wood or to help harvest crops, as is suggested
later in this article. These free menial laborers were unquestionably mar-
ginalized. The lack of documentary evidence alone suggests that. Be-
cause they were considered legally movable property, the lives of slaves
were somewhat better documented. Because they also tended to be resi-
dent in Falmouth and Cumberland County for much longer periods of
time than free but poor transient laborers, anecdotes grew up around
some of them, and their names and artifacts can appear in connection
with records of the households or enterprises they served.
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Facing a severe shortage of labor, many landowning colonists turned to African
slavery by the late seventeenth century. Although slavery was more prominent
in the southern and middle colonies, there were slaves in New England, as this
1719 bill of lading attests. The female slave was brought from Barbados and sold
to William Pepperell, who lived along the Piscataqua River. Maine Historical So-
ciety Collections.
 
Slaves
As historian Meyer Weinberg has noted, inequality was a defining
feature of colonial American society. Slavery, the epitome of this in-
equality, gained a relatively early foothold in New England, beginning
sometime in the early seventeenth century. A severe shortage of man-
power made slavery seem both convenient and inevitable, because many
North American entrepreneurs found the free, but poor, transient labor
force inconsistent, though exploitable. By the third quarter of the eigh-
teenth century, there were about fifteen to sixteen thousand slaves living
in New England, with the largest concentrations in Rhode Island.4
From the beginning, the use of slaves was an economic expedient,
mercilessly applied. According to historian Barbara Solow, “the assimila-
tion of human beings as commodities” dehumanized them. Thus re-
duced, those commodities could be bought, sold, and transferred with
complete moral indifference as highly valuable articles, ranging in price
from a few hundred pounds for an unskilled black farm hand to many
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Because they were considered chattel, slaves were often better documented than
free menial laborers. This 1759 bill of sale transferred ownership of the slave
Scipio from James Noyes to Moses Pearson of Falmouth for the price of eight
pounds. Maine Historical Society Collections.
 
thousands for a well-trained mulatto individual in the latter half of the
eighteenth century. This was at first justified by an appeal to divinely
sanctioned natural order, such as that found in the twenty-fifth chapter
of the old-testament Book of Leviticus. After that, this logic was rein-
forced by legalisms and by rationalizations of economic requirement.5
It cannot be ignored that, particularly in colonial New England,
there was also a certain compelling social status attached to ownership of
a thrall, especially an expensive, skilled one. New Englanders had ready
access to the cream of these through the hub of Rhode Island, which
dominated the slave trade in New England during the latter half of the
eighteenth century. Those in demand in New England were primarily
high-priced, skilled domestic, industrial, or agricultural servants and
children who could be easily brought up as personal attendants. These
were mostly obtained in the West Indies or the mid-Atlantic colonies
and channeled to Falmouth through Newport, Boston, and Portsmouth.
Slaves sold in northern New England included full-blooded Africans
born in the New World, many mulattos of all shades, and a few native-
born West Africans.6 There were African-born slaves in Maine, though
not many, including some owned by Sheriff Moses Pearson of Falmouth
and William McLellan, Senior, of Gorham. Traders kept careful records
of the transfer of slave ownership, and large sums in currency or barter
could be expected to change hands. Bills of sale for slaves were drawn up
in painfully correct legal language, and this correctness extended to the
way legislation was devised and law interpreted for the control of slaves.
Owners were meticulous about documentation because slaves were ex-
pensive, especially the skilled domestic kind.7
Although there was some agricultural slavery in late colonial Cum-
berland County, most bondsmen and women there seem to have been
owned by ministers, merchants, master mariners, lawyers, and physi-
cians, or their wives and family members. Indeed, slaves in most of New
England, including eastern Massachusetts and Maine, were employed
primarily as cooks, butlers, scullery maids, servers, personal servants,
and valets, though there were common laborers among them. The cold
climate of the New England colonies made the use of slaves for agricul-
tural work economically impractical, as the slaves would have only
worked for half of the year.8 At Falmouth in Casco Bay, the venerable
Reverend Thomas Smith’s journal is full of the accounts of fancy dinner
parties, and the labor of slaves was, without doubt, an important part of
these. The cook that prepared the extravagant meal served at Captain
Richard Codman’s house in 1774, described by John Adams, was proba-
Slaves and Menial Laborers 
bly enslaved. Throughout New England, the lifestyle of the colonial elite
was made convenient, even luxurious, by slave labor. Talented enslaved
individuals could even prove useful as medical or technical assistants,
but those particular uses were rare. Such highly-trained individuals in
Maine and New England, however, were generally owned by doctors,
lawyers, ministers, or wealthy merchants.9
Although some slaves in New England may have developed a close
relationship with their masters, no slave was pampered. All were one way
or another exploited in the northern colonies, as they were in the south-
ern colonies. Because of their small numbers, slaves were seen as less of a
possible threat in Maine than in the southern and middle colonies; the
slave system was less repressive there as a result. In colonial Massachu-
setts (which then included Maine), slaves did retain some very limited
legal rights and protections, such as the right to sue and the right to tes-
tify in court.10 Only very late in the existence of the institution in north-
ern New England were runaways to become somewhat more common,
though even then only one known case occurred in Maine.11 Marriage
of slaves was restricted to other slaves, as in the cases of Lonnon, Chloe,
Prince, and Dinah, discussed later. There are only three other recorded
slave marriages in Cumberland County before 1780. This comparative
rarity of marriages seems attributable to the shortage of enslaved
women.12
Baptismal records exist for nine or ten slaves from late colonial Cum-
berland County. The Christianity of at least four more may be assumed,
because they were married in church. If so, this would represent at least a
thirty-four percent baptismal rate for the identifiable slaves of late colo-
nial Cumberland County, although the figure may have been as high
sixty-six percent.13 A master’s control even extended beyond death. Bur-
ial of some slaves in Cumberland County appears to have been restricted
to their own poorly-marked cemeteries, well segregated from those of
European Americans. Some who had been freed, like Prince and his two
wives, and who were church members, seem to have rated a better inter-
ment, with head stones, in town plots. It is also important to note that
mulatto slaves, no matter how light-skinned, were regarded no differently
under the law anywhere than very dark-skinned individuals.14
The ratio of free to slave in Falmouth by mid-century was over sixty
to one. Some forty-four, mostly household slaves kept as status symbols,
were resident in Falmouth by 1764, when the total population of Fal-
mouth in Casco Bay was figured by the Reverend Thomas Smith to be
585 families, or about 3,500 people on the Neck, the half-square mile sea-
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port area itself.15 Falmouth as a whole had a population of about 5,000
people. The forty-four slaves there thus represented a little less than one
percent of the total population of late colonial Falmouth. About seventy-
five percent of the forty-four slaves named in Cumberland County
records between 1760 and 1775 were male. Although there are some un-
resolved questions about the gender of certain slaves, it does appear that
male slaves outnumbered women three to one, an important factor in the
number of marriages, and thus of offspring, that were possible.16
Perhaps a little over half of Cumberland County’s slaves whose
names we know were domestic servants; probably all the women were.
Three males, Plato, Primus, and Scipio, may have been employed irregu-
larly as domestics. Of the twelve or thirteen remaining persons that were
definitely not domestic servants, about thirty percent of the whole, only
one was primarily an agricultural laborer: Prince. One should not, how-
ever, conclude from this that there was no agricultural slavery in Cum-
berland County; it may be said that five or six others, with reasonable
certainty, were often used as farm laborers. For the remainder, no identi-
fiable role as yet has been found.17
Not all domestic slaves in Cumberland County worked in their
owner’s house. Three were employed as inn staff: Agrippa (also known
as “Grippy),” Cato III, and Phyllis I. They were all owned by Johanna
Sparhawk Frost, and employed during the 1760s and 1770s in the run-
ning of her large inn on the County Road (Congress Street) at the
northeastern end of the Stroudwater bridge. Grippy and Cato came to
her early in her marriage to Charles Frost, while Phyllis appears to have
arrived later. They were, it appears, engaged in all aspects of inn-keep-
ing, from chamber cleaning to horse stalling.18
The Reverend John Wiswall of St. Paul’s Anglican Parish owned sev-
eral slaves of whom we know the names: Boston, Bradstreet, Juba, and
Sylva. The last two were still pre-teen children in 1775. All were almost
certainly domestic servants, the two children attendant upon Mr.
Wiswall’s wife and children, and Bradstreet an assistant to the Reverend
Wiswall himself. Those three appear to have left Falmouth with the
Wiswalls when they fled in 1775 and 1776. There is, however, at present
no sign of their having been with Wiswall when he resettled in 1783, a
loyalist refugee and poor widower, at Cornwallis, Nova Scotia. Boston,
on the other hand, appears to have been either sold locally or freed be-
fore the Wiswall family’s departure, and may have been known later as
“Black Boston.”19
Chloe, wife first of Lonnon and then of Prince, of whom more will
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be said shortly, was probably a domestic servant for the Mayberrys of
Windham. Another, London, was probably the personal servant to
Daniel Dole of Stroudwater. He continued to live with his former master
in the old Waldo mansion until Dole’s death, and is said to have outlived
him by nine years. Moses, belonging to Judge Minot of Brunswick, was
in all likelihood also a personal servant, as were Plato, belonging to Cary
McLellan; Rose, belonging to the household of Moses Pearson; Samuel, a
child belonging to Hannah Williams; and Sylvia, a little girl servant be-
longing to the Reverend Samuel Deane. Scipio may also have functioned
as a domestic or personal servant, at least from time to time, since late in
life he attempted to defend his absent master Francis Waldo’s posses-
sions from confiscation under the Massachusetts Banishment Act of
1778, which targeted loyalists. Finally, there was Dinah, who came to the
prominent Alexander Ross household as a little girl. She appears to have
been a personal servant to Mrs. Ross, and it may be presumed that she
went with her mistress to reside in Gorham after the destruction of Fal-
mouth in 1775.20
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The Reverend Thomas Smith wrote a detailed journal of life in late colonial Fal-
mouth. Smith ministered to the First Parish Church in Falmouth in the mid-
eighteenth century. Maine Historical Society Collections.
The majority of known slaves in Falmouth and Cumberland County
between 1760 and 1775 worked as domestic servants. Five more were
probably unskilled laborers, and the rest, less than twenty-five percent of
the known total, had roles that are presently indefinable. In other words,
the roles of over seventy-five percent of the named slaves in late colonial
Cumberland County can, with considerable certainty, be identified.21
Provided these slaves survived until the early 1780s, and remained resi-
dent in Maine, they all became free under the provisions of the new
Massachusetts Constitution of 1780.22
Although the stories of most slaves went largely undocumented, his-
torians have found creative ways to glean what little information they
can about the lives of enslaved African Americans. As slavery was less
important in Maine than in other colonies, slaves’ lives there were per-
haps less documented than in other colonies. However, available sources
allow some quite distinct personalities to emerge from obscurity. One
case can be analyzed based on visual inspection alone. There is a single
known portrait of a slave from late colonial Falmouth or Cumberland
County: Phyllis II, the personal servant of Elizabeth Hunt Wendell
Smith, wife of Windham’s Reverend Peter Smith. Phyllis was given as a
child to Elizabeth, then a young woman. Mrs. Smith brought Phyllis
with her when she came to Windham in the early 1760s, and Phyllis was
baptized in 1764.23
The portrait of Phyllis is a dummy board, which is a life-size artist’s
rendering of the subject.24 This “dummy board” is in fact a very good
portrait, not a “primitive” at all. An artist with considerable command of
perspective and proportion executed it. The painting, known today as
“The Phyllis,” shows a short, slender, oval-faced woman with a slightly
“weak” chin, brown curly hair, and clear, amused light-brown eyes. She
has a small if full mouth bent in a slight smile and an unmistakably fair
complexion. We know for that reason that Phyllis was a mulatto. Phyllis’
physiognomy shows no clearly African features, either real or stereotypi-
cal; she would be unidentifiable as a slave when in a crowd of European
Americans, except, perhaps, because of her bearing or her costume.
Her attitude, indicated in the position of her head, is clearly one of
definite but placid submission. She is portrayed in three-quarter frontal
presentation, reinforcing her submissive posture, facing the viewer’s
right, as though stepping into a room, bearing a tray with a chocolate
service on it. She wears a plain linen wimple, from under which a few
tight curls appear on her forehead, a modest but well-tailored bodice
and full skirt of contrasting brown homespuns, an apron that covers the
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entire front of her skirt, and the shawl-like small clothes characteristic of
the eighteenth century. Her clothing, though simple, is obviously well
made, indicative of her possession by a well-to-do, if not wealthy, family.
Military records can also offer a glimpse into the lives of enslaved
African Americans. As was relatively common elsewhere in New Eng-
land, several slaves from Cumberland County served in the Continental
Army during the War for Independence. As a result of their service, the
six slaves from Cumberland County whom we know served appear to
have been freed.25 This, again, is a high proportion for a North American
slave population in the latter part of the eighteenth century. Cato III,
Flanders, Lonnon, Plato, Prince, and Romeo, who served as drummer for
Captain Skillings’ company in the Continental Army, all served with
more or less distinction.26
Of the black Cumberland County servicemen, only one died while
on active duty: Lonnon, who was owned by William Mayberry of Wind-
Phyllis was the servant of Elizabeth Hunt Wendell Smith, the wife of Reverend
Peter Smith of Windham. Phyllis’s likeness was captured on a dummy board, a
life-sized portrait of a subject that could act as a mute (or “dummy”) stand-in
for one’s companion, or, in this case, servant. Like other portraiture, dummy
boards were generally found only in the homes of the elite. The Phyllis dummy
board is currently housed at the Hamilton House in South Berwick, Maine.
Courtesy of Historic New England.
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ham. His origins are at present unknown, but he may have served the
Mayberrys as an agricultural and/or a common laborer. He was married
to Chloe, whose ownership is unclear, in 1763 by the Reverend Peter
Thatcher Smith in Windham. They had four children, all conceived in
slavery.27 Lonnon entered the army on January 20, 1777, and bought his
freedom two days later for £20, the bounty he had received for volun-
teering. Very soon thereafter he marched out of Cumberland County
and never returned. He, with his company, went first to Massachusetts,
then to Vermont, New York, and New Jersey, fighting along the way at
Ticonderoga, Hubbardston, Stillwater, and Saratoga, where he witnessed
British General John Burgoyne’s surrender. He was with General Wash-
ington at Valley Forge, Pennsylvania, during their desperate winter en-
campment there, and died, presumably of complications arising from
that ordeal, on December 9, 1777. He is buried at Whitemarsh Encamp-
ment, New Jersey. His widow and orphans stayed in Windham, but they
remained bereft of a husband and father respectively for only some six
years, until about 1783, when Chloe appears to have married Prince, a
veteran who was officially freed that year.28
Prince is said to have been born in Guinea, West Africa, sometime
between 1729 and 1739. He had been kidnaped as a boy, and a little later
bought in Antigua, c.1749, by Thomas Haskell (1688-1785) of Fal-
mouth. Brought back to Cumberland County soon after, he was pur-
chased in a barter by William “Uncle Billy” McLellan, Sr., to be trained as
a personal servant for Rebecca McLellan. Prince was baptized in 1751,
while in his teens or early twenties. When he grew up, he was employed
almost exclusively by the McLellans as an agricultural laborer. Even
though Prince was not tall, he was renowned for feats of strength. He
was also entrusted with important errands, though he seems not to have
always carried them out to the entire fulfillment of the trust placed in
him.29 However, not long after the beginning of the War for Indepen-
dence, he slipped away to join a crew under the command of Captain
John Manley (1733-1793), Washington’s first commodore in the Conti-
nental Navy, then engaged in the blockade and siege of Boston. Manley’s
privateers conducted raids in the Caribbean from 1777 through 1781,
capturing many British merchant vessels. In 1783, Prince was part of the
crew of The Hague, Manley’s frigate of thirty-two guns, with which he
took four more prizes in the Caribbean.30
Prince remained with the renowned Manley until the end of the
war. Upon his return home in 1783, Prince was rewarded with his free-
dom and a military pension. He thereupon appears to have married
Chloe, and moved briefly to York County. However, he soon encoun-
 
tered money troubles there and returned to Gorham, where McLellan
gave him ten acres of land and a house. He lived another forty-six years
in freedom. In 1827, Chloe died, and he married again, while in his
eighties or nineties. His new wife was Dinah, here presumed to have
been the former personal servant, then about fifty-four years old, of
Elizabeth Duguid Ross. Dinah had probably stayed on as a free retainer
to Mrs. Ross’ Gorham household, until the latter’s death in 1798, and
then served the former Cumberland County Sheriff William Tyng and
his wife Elizabeth, the Ross’s only child and heir. Dinah died in 1840,
aged seventy-seven, while her husband passed away sometime in the in-
tervening thirteen years (at the end of his life, he liked to brag that he
was over one hundred years old). So their gravestone in Gorham’s East-
ern Cemetery declares as well, but this is not certain, either.31
The Massachusetts Constitution of 1780, the composition of which
several prominent former residents of Falmouth had a hand, indirectly
outlawed slavery in Maine by declaring that “all men are born free and
equal.” The validity of this clause as an anti-slavery clause was upheld in
consequence of lawsuits presided over by Chief Justice William Cushing
and the Massachusetts Supreme Court in 1783, and the matter was then
considered closed.32 Uncertainty about the document’s meaning in the
early 1780s led at least one Cumberland County slave, Limbo, to run
away from his master. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies, a number of former slaves appear to have been resident in
Gorham, including the acclaimed but sometimes undependable Prince
and his two successive wives, Thomas Francis and his wife Mary Ludlow,
and Neptune Stephenson and his wife, Mary Pollard. It is not presently
evident that any lived in Portland.33
Poor Free Menial Laborers
Since most slaves in late colonial Falmouth and Cumberland
County, Maine, were domestic servants, and if the rest of the slaves were
far too few to fill an intensifying need for semi-skilled and unskilled la-
borers there, then poor free menial workers would have been required
for the smooth conduct of business. The problem is that there is so little
hard data at hand to prove they even existed.
Because of the shortage of labor in the colonies, social boundaries
were more permeable, and standards for social status more flexible, than
they were in Britain, and even more so in New England than in more
southerly colonies. Immigrants, not only from elsewhere in the region
but from Europe as well, found themselves able to establish land owner-
ship in Maine with relative ease and to begin to enhance their social
Maine History
standing in the community. Even women might own shops, inns, tav-
erns, or small cottage industries.34
Colonial society in Falmouth was relatively open, in that there were
in fact a number of modes or paths available there for social mobility,
and a variety of rates of accession that varied according to market de-
mand rather than legal or normative stricture, except, of course, in the
case of slaves. Nonetheless, social boundaries, typically demarcated by
family connection, were not entirely removed, despite the fact that more
emphasis tended to be put on skill and accomplishment, civic and mili-
tary service, and education in Falmouth than was perhaps true in Eng-
land or in the middle and southern colonies. Power, represented by
property or money, remained in the hands of comparatively few families
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William McLellan, Sr., son of the town handyman Bryce McLellan, rose to social
and economic prominence in late colonial Falmouth and early national period
Portland. McLellan was a leading town merchant and a slaveowner. Maine His-
torical Society Collections.
 
or individuals. Although not all were poor, most European settlers in
British North America labored long and hard for their daily bread and
had few luxuries. Consequently, the situation regarding poor but free
menial laborers in Falmouth and Cumberland County was radically dif-
ferent from that of the slaves there. The less important an individual
was, the fewer records there were left of his or her life and career. As his-
torian Meyer Weinberg has noted:
Just months before the Revolution, the lower 60 percent of Americans
owned nothing. The bottom third of that grouping consisted almost
wholly of enslaved workers. The remaining two-thirds were made up
largely of free laborers, tenants, women, and paupers…. In describing
the distribution of wealth, [historians and economists] have simply
omitted the landless or those without any net worth.35
Poor menial laborers, in other words, were neglected members of colo-
nial society, and few records at all remain of their ever having been.
Yet “negative evidence,” as previously suggested, signifies that they
must have dwelt in or around Falmouth, and in considerable numbers.
Low-level semi-skilled or unskilled laborers were needed in Falmouth to
act as crane operators, tugboatmen, longshoremen, swabbies, and in
even more elementary roles. Most of these workers, then, had of neces-
sity to be free poor men and women of predominantly European rather
than mostly African extraction, though a number were also undoubtedly
of mixed race. There is, in fact, documentary evidence of poor wage-
earning laborers in large numbers in Boston, New York, and Philadel-
phia, and it may be safely assumed that some in New England, at least,
gravitated to Falmouth in the late 1760s and early 1770s, where there
was plentiful work to be had.36
Unfortunately, we have only the vaguest notion of these peoples’
condition, gleaned mostly, as noted before, from sheriff ’s and court
records, such as summonses and arrest warrants, civil complaints, con-
victions, and penalties. All we know of Solomon Goodwin, for instance,
is associated with his conviction for murder in 1772. A poor, landless
trapper from the vicinity of what would later become Bowdoinham, he
was tried and hung in Falmouth for the slaying of one David Wilson, an
associate, also otherwise anonymous.37
Although there seems to be no direct evidence of prostitution in Fal-
mouth, it is likely to have existed, even if on a smaller scale than in other
east coast seaports. In Falmouth alone, between 1760 and 1775, there
were between eighteen and twenty-seven reported cases of childbirth to
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unwed women. Some of these, perhaps as many as twenty-one, may have
been to prostitutes. Such promiscuity, especially among the poor, was by
no means uncommon in the British North American colonies.38
The poor free menial laborers of Falmouth in Casco Bay had few
outlets for their emotions and hardly any options for relaxation. They
seem to have been attracted in large numbers, in their rare idle hours, to
Fiddle Lane (now the Franklin Arterial), which was notorious for its tav-
erns, alehouses, and rum shops. Often drunk, they regularly got into
trouble with the law.39 It appears that the inebriated mobs that so often
disrupted life in Falmouth, Boston, New York, and Philadelphia
throughout the latter 1760s and the early 1770s contained large numbers
of the poor, who were motivated more by the excitement of the situation
and the likely prospect of free alcohol, than by any political or ideologi-
cal commitment.40
Circumstances forced these people to adopt a mercenary, vagrant at-
titude. A loose band referred to as the “Sumac Gatherers” provides an ex-
ample of this condition, directly analogous to that of migrant workers in
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. These poor laborers arrived in
coastal Cumberland County in October every year to harvest sumac
leaves. The Sumac Gatherers performed a useful economic function, by
doing a dirty job that no one else wanted. The pickers went into the tan-
gled, marginal areas the trees prefer, tied the malodorous crimson sumac
leaves into bundles, and then sold them to local tanneries, such as the
very large operation owned by the Cottons at Hodgkin’s (now
Gorham’s) corner, at the southwestern end of Fore Street in Falmouth.
Nothing is known about the individuals that made up this group. They
appear to have had a distinctive, even vibrant culture, camping in mar-
ginal spaces, socializing, cooking, and sleeping in the open.41
It may be that, of all the laborers in Cumberland County, the Sumac
Gatherers were the only group that had any sort of genuine “collective
consciousness.” Such, however, would have been that of an “in-group,”
because of its size, rather than of a class or caste. They were certainly not
in a position to act as a special-interest group or faction, for they had no
political power, and no means of coercion other than mob and riot.
Nowhere is there a suggestion that the Sumac Gatherers, as such, em-
ployed either of these actions, though individual members could have.
In the evenings these poor migrant laborers, and a number of local
slaves who had permission, would gather for songs, dancing, and story
telling. Slaves Caesar and his wife, Hagar I, are known to have regularly
attended these revels. It is probable that the Sumac Gatherers actually
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moved about according to the seasons, merging with or detaching from
similar groups as occasion called for, and losing or acquiring new mem-
bers. They almost certainly ranged as far and wide as foot travel would
allow them, finding what work they could, filling out the labor force of
such places as Falmouth, Gorham, or Scarborough on a temporary and
generally unrecorded basis.42
Perhaps the best example we have of the laboring poor in late colo-
nial Falmouth is the town handyman, Bryce McLellan (1698?-1776). Yet
even he is not a great example of the menial laboring poor, because he
became a landowner, if in a very small way and in a marginal area. He
traded on a very limited, local basis with such men as Captain Ephraim
Jones, and in time held a few very low-level town offices. He never rose
high in the social strata of colonial Falmouth.43
Born in Ireland of Scots-Irish parents, he was first trained as a
weaver. In his late twenties, confronted with a lack of work and the
prospect of poverty in northern Ireland, he emigrated first to Wells,
Maine, and then to Cape Elizabeth in 1728. Shortly thereafter, he re-
moved again, to the port area in Falmouth, where he remained the rest
of his life. There was little call for his weaving skills there, but he proved
himself industrious and clever with his hands. Eventually, “Mac,” as he
was commonly known, became familiar throughout the port commu-
nity, the person upon whom Falmouth’s social elite most often called to
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Falmouth was destroyed by the Royal Navy on October 18, 1775. The town of
Portland eventually rose from Falmouth’s ashes after the Revolutionary War.
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make small household repairs and alterations. He proved adept enough
with hand tools to work from time to time as a ship’s carpenter, though
apparently only along shore.
Through his connections and due to his diligence, Mac McLellan
was able to apprentice his sons to seamen, farmers, and businessmen.
They, in turn, were able to build up wealth and property for themselves,
pursuing mercantile and professional paths to greater rates of social ac-
cession. Their children, in turn, were accepted readily into the elite of
nineteenth century Portland society. By the time Mac died in 1776, his
sons, especially “Uncle Billy,” were prominent members of the emerging
post-revolutionary Cumberland County social order, and would be
leaders in the reestablishment of the town as Portland.
In this, Mac’s family was little different from that of other promi-
nent citizens of colonial Falmouth and then of republican Portland (or
of such towns as Boston and Philadelphia) who had arrived in Maine
with little or nothing. Although, as historian Lucy Simler put it, “few
persons who climbed the tenurial ladder from laborer to farm tenant
were able to acquire capital or credit early enough in life to buy im-
proved land…and then retire their debts without help from their fami-
lies or by income from a trade,” it was possible.44 It was by no means a
sure thing. For example, William Hans, commonly known as “Billy,”
though a small landowner at the corner of Love Lane (Center Street)
and Back Street (Congress Street), appears never to have risen above
poverty.45
One aspiring real estate owner, Benjamin Mussey (1722-1787), who
very much wanted to be part of “polite society,” failed because he was
considered crude or confrontational, in spite of some wealth and prop-
erty. Another, Jonathan “Don” Webb (1736-1789), who had originally
been very well placed, lost social position because of sloth or indigence.
In spite of coming from a prominent Boston family (he was ranked
fourth in the Harvard class of 1754) and having married well in Fal-
mouth, he proved an indolent, if genteel, wastrel, drawing the oppro-
brium of no less an acquaintance than that of his own distant cousin,
John Adams. Eventually, Webb had to resort to taking in boarders to get
by.46 In spite of these exceptions, originally poor individuals such as
McLellan, might, through industry, investment, and thrift, gain advan-
tage for their children, if no real increase in social status for themselves.
Most menial laborers and the poor, though, unlike “Mac” McLellan,
had no such connections, resources, or even geographic stability. Every-
where, debt was persistent among them, and those in Cumberland
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County appear to have been no exception. They almost never accumu-
lated real property and therefore paid no taxes, were not members of the
churches, and so are not recorded for baptisms and marriages, and never
joined fraternal organizations. They failed to obtain sufficient skills to
make their services sought after, and thus never established relationships
with well-placed individuals who could help their advancement, nor ob-
tained any position of responsibility and trust. The persistently poor
suffered from malnutrition and chronic disease, lack of training, and
mental or substance abuse problems. The socially deviant might not or
could not accept the rigors of regular employment. All were more sub-
ject to sudden death than their better-off counterparts, often followed by
the summary disposal of their remains, usually at town expense.47 John
Fleet and Aaron McLean, poor Scottish immigrants, both twenty-six
years old in 1760, together are a case in point. Employed by Alexander
Ross, the town’s leading merchant, they were killed in the accidental col-
lapse of the floor in his imported-wheat granary on March 23, 1760.
They were buried together in a single grave two days later.48
The lives of these poor menial laborers, then, conformed to Thomas
Hobbes’ characterization in his Leviathan (1651) of the lot of “natural,”
or common, men as “poor, nasty, brutish and short.” They undoubtedly
alleviated the labor shortage, but the burden they imposed upon society
over the years is evidenced by the need for a workhouse and church
charity, a certain recognized lawlessness, and general social deviance.49 If
such ports as Boston, New York, and Philadelphia are any indication,
their living conditions were miserable, and gradually became more
wretched as the 1760s and 1770s progressed.50 Although some were
eventually to become squatters in the distant hinterlands of Lincoln and
Hancock counties, most simply vanished altogether after the destruction
of the port of Falmouth in Casco Bay on October 18, 1775.51
Conclusion
In the 1760s and 1770s, the town of Falmouth and the surrounding
county of Cumberland experienced a period of economic growth. As in
other colonial cities, workers were needed to do the menial tasks of a
colonial economy. Although slavery did exist in colonial Maine, slaves
did not serve the economic function that they did in other colonies, es-
pecially the southern colonies. African American slaves represented per-
haps one percent of late colonial Falmouth’s population and most were
kept as domestic servants for the elite of the town and county. In need of
labor because of the forest products industry, Falmouth’s business own-
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ers must have turned to free laborers of European descent. These labor-
ers were used for menial jobs and were almost certainly poor and often
transient. All of the laboring poor, not only in Falmouth, but in the rest
of Maine and New England, tended to be geographically displaced,
prone to criminality, subject to harassment by authorities, and, above
all, socially marginalized and therefore very poorly documented. With
the slaves of Cumberland County, named and anonymous, they are part
of a melancholy company of shadows forever haunting the twilight mar-
gins of Maine’s colonial history.
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